
Lower Snake River Juvenile Salmon Migration
Feasibility Study

Tribal Circumstances/Perspective Analysis

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) is conducting a feasibility study of ways to
improve juvenile salmon migration through the hydropower system on the lower Snake
River. The study focuses on how the lower Snake River dams can be changed to
improve survival and recovery prospects for Snake River salmon stocks listed under the
Endangered Species Act.

Three major pathways are being evaluated for the four lower Snake River dams:
maintain the existing system with planned improvements; make major system
improvements to juvenile salmon bypass facilities; and natural river drawdown,
commonly referred to as dam breaching. The Corps is preparing a draft Feasibility
Report/Environmental Impact Statement (FR/EIS) for release in October 1999 for public
review.

The Drawdown Regional Economic Workgroup (DREW) was established to develop a
comprehensive social and economic analysis (which includes tribal
circumstances/perspective) for this feasibility study. DREW includes economists from
Federal agencies, the Northwest Power Planning Council, states, tribes, contractors,
and other regional stakeholders.

Tribal Circumstances/Perspective Analysis:
The tribal circumstance workgroup, a
DREW subgroup, has completed a
preliminary report on the tribal
circumstances/perspective analysis for
the lower Snake study. The preliminary
report represents a two-year study,
funded by the Corps, and conducted
under the direction of the Columbia
River Intertribal Fish Commission. This
report identifies the major cultural and
material importance of Snake River

salmon to the tribes, from the 1700s to
the present day.

This preliminary draft report will become
the basis of a chapter on tribal
circumstances/perspective of the
Economic Appendix of the Lower Snake
River Juvenile Salmon Migration
Feasibility Report and Environmental
Impact Statement. It is important to note
this draft report is still subject to change,



based on comments received as part of
the review of the entire DREW team.
The draft report has been reviewed by
the Independent Economic Analysis
Board (IEAB).

The specific tribes considered in the
report include Nez Perce, Yakama,
Umatilla, Warm Springs and Shoshone
Bannock. The preliminary report
represents the tribe’s perspective of the
effects associated with the actions being
investigated in this feasibility study.
Although the Corps acquired this
document as part of its EIS process, the
opinions and/or findings expressed in
the report do not necessarily reflect the
official policy or position of the Corps.

The DRAFT report indicates tribal
perspective on:

• Treaties and Federal agency
documents

• Harvest of salmon
• Historic sites
• Hunting and gathering activities
• Tribal unemployment
• Tribal assets and per capita

income
• Culture
• Health

Some of the findings in the Tribal
Circumstances/Perspective Analysis
Report are as follows:

• Tribal harvests of salmon above
the lower Snake dams now stand
at less than 1 percent of
traditional levels, and in the mid-
Columbia area, at less than 10
percent of these levels.

• Seventy-eight percent of the
Treaty-protected lands of the
subject tribes are in non-tribal

hands. Tribal access to game,
roots, berries and edible plants
has also declined significantly.

The tribes included the following with
regard to the cumulative results of these
past actions:

• Between 27 percent and 44
percent of tribal families live in
poverty.

• Unemployment ranges between
19 percent and 26 percent and
can reach as high as 80 percent
in winter.

• Members of the five tribes are
dying at rates between 20
percent and 2.3 times higher than
their non-tribal neighbors,
depending on which tribe is
considered.

Tribal spokespersons and technical
experts report that salmon have been,
and are today, one of the main pillars of
tribal cultural, spiritual and material
survival. They consequently conclude
that there is a significant relationship
between loss of the salmon and the
adverse circumstances of present-day
tribal peoples, and that these conditions
have been exacerbated by loss of tribal
treaty lands.

The report indicates that the four dams
of the lower Snake River are not solely
responsible for these conditions, but
identifies that they cause a significant
mortality of Snake River salmon, and
consequently bear a significant level of
responsibility.

This report relies on salmon recovery
findings by PATH (the Plan for
Analyzing and Testing Hypotheses
group examining salmon passage



survival and life-cycle models) and its
independent advisors. And on the fact
that substantial ceded area would be
uncovered if the four dams were
breached, and would continue to be
inundated, if dam operation continues.

It is the tribe’s perspective that if the
dams are breached, salmon would not
necessarily recover to pre-dam levels,
but harvests available to the tribes are
expected to improve by up to 30 percent
from present levels.

The report concludes that such recovery
-- together with tribal access to
uncovered lands -- would have
substantial benefits for tribal culture,
material well-being and health.

Finally, the report concludes that
breaching of the lower Snake River
dams would represent a major policy
change away from past unjust practices
which have damaged tribal peoples. The
continued dam operation would have
little or no benefits for the tribes. This
analysis was completed by Meyer
Resources, Inc. of Davis, Calif., for the
Columbia River Intertribal Fish
Commission.

The Tribal Circumstance/Perspective
analysis is only one part of the overall
Economic Appendix of the feasibility
study. Other critical components of the
economic analysis include power,
transportation, water supply, recreation,
regional, and social analysis. For a
balanced economic analysis of the
implications of any of the study
alternatives, economic costs and
benefits of all the components of the
analysis must be considered, without
any individual component taken out of
context.

The overall Economic Analysis will be
presented in the Lower Snake River
Juvenile Salmon Migration Feasibility
Report and Environmental Impact
Statement, scheduled to be released in
Fall 1999.

For additional information, contact the
DREW chair, Dennis Wagner, at the
Corps’ Northwestern Division Office
503-808-3854, or visit the Walla Walla
District Home Page,
www.nww.usace.army.mil.

For more information on the tribal
perspective, contact Rob Lothrop at the
Columbia River Intertribal Fish
Commission 503-238-0667.


